Having dense breasts is a risk factor for breast cancer and also makes it harder to find cancer on mammograms. Many states require doctors to tell women if their mammograms show dense breasts and to give advice about having more screening tests, such as breast ultrasonography. The extra screening tests may cause anxiety by showing something that ends up not being cancer.
Why did the researchers do this particular study?
To see whether breast cancer risk calculations along with different levels of breast density can identify women who have an increased risk for breast cancer after being told that their mammogram was normal.
Who was studied?
Women aged 40 to 74 years who had digital screening mammography and no history of breast implants or breast cancer.
How was the study done?
Investigators examined the relationships among different groupings of 5-year breast cancer risk and breast density levels and the chance of developing breast cancer after a normal mammogram.
What did the researchers find?
Almost half of women had mammograms that showed dense breasts. For most women who had a mammogram, the risk for breast cancer after a normal mammogram was low, even for those who had dense breasts and low 5-year breast cancer risk. Women who had extremely dense breasts or different patterns of breast density were most likely to have high or very high 5-year breast cancer risk. Two groups of women had the highest risk for breast cancer after a normal mammogram: those with extremely dense breasts and an intermediate or high 5-year cancer risk, and those who had different patterns of breast density and a high or very high 5-year cancer risk.
What were the limitations of the study?
The investigators were not able to tell whether discussions between providers and their patients about supplemental breast imaging would be helpful.
What are the implications of the study?
Not all women with dense breasts have a high enough risk for breast cancer after a normal mammogram to justify having more screening tests. This study showed that information on 5-year cancer risks could be used along with breast density levels to help providers focus on the women who should receive information about supplemental breast cancer screening tests. Summaries for Patients are presented for informational purposes only. These summaries are not a substitute for advice from your own medical provider. If you have questions about this material, or need medical advice about your own health or situation, please contact your physician. The summaries may be reproduced for not-for-profit educational purposes only. Any other uses must be approved by the American College of Physicians.
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